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Impact of Meal Context on Food Advertising Outcomes 
 
   
Upasana Banerjee 
 
This research examines to what extent the presence of meal context as a visual component 
embedded in food advertisements influences consumers’ responses. It empirically tested whether 
meal context (vs. no meal context) impacts consumers’ attitude towards the advertisement, the 
advertised brand, brand purchase intentions, product evaluation and appetitive motivation. An 
experiment involving a range of existing food products and brands was conducted with a sample 
of adult Canadian consumers. Contrary to predictions, meal context did not significantly impact 
consumer responses. Brand familiarity and product preference emerged as the most important 
predictors of consumer responses. This research has a number of implications for future research 
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An advertisement is a promotional tool widely used by marketers to create awareness about the 
advertised brand and products, reach potential customers and influence their attitudes and buying 
behaviour (Adelaar et al., 2003; Ayanwale et al., 2005; Niazi et al., 2012). The visual 
components of an advertisement influence consumers’ response towards the ad, the advertised 
brand and product, as well as their willingness to purchase (Mitchell, 1986; Mitchell & Olson, 
1981; Shimp, 1981; Thorson, 1990). Food advertising, in particular, relies heavily on the usage 
of appealing visuals to influence consumers’ preferences and subsequent consumption 
behaviour. Nonetheless, there is a scarcity of research on how the visual design of food 
advertisements influences consumer responses.   
An important factor that influences consumers’ choice and consumption of food products 
is the consumption context. Consumption context refers to the conditions under which food 
consumption occurs (King, Weber, Meiselman, & Lv, 2004). For example, the experience of 
having a meal in a social setting versus having it alone enhances the overall experience of the 
meal (Sommer et al., 2013). Previous research suggested that evoking a consumption context 
enhances the overall experience of food consumption as well as consumers’ choice and 
evaluation of food products (Edwards, Hartwell, & Brown, 2013; Meiselman, 2002), their 
emotional response as well as attitude towards the food product (Desmet & Schifferstein, 2008; 
Meiselman, 2002; Piqueras-Fiszman & Jaeger, 2014; Richins, 1997). More appropriate 
consumption contexts elicit a higher number of positive emotions (Piqueras-Fiszman & Jaeger, 
2014), play an important role in the enjoyment of food during eating or drinking occasions 
(Hersleth, Monteleone, Segtnan, & Naes, 2012; King, Meiselman, Hottenstein, Work, & Cronk, 
2007; Koster, 2003; Petit & Siefferman, 2007; Stroebele & De Castro, 2004) and contribute to 
positive feelings (Richins, 1997).  
Meal component, social interaction and consumption environment are some of the 
commonly researched consumption contexts that strongly influence consumers’ perception of 
food products (Meiselman, 2002). Meal context is a type of consumption context that is most 
relevant to food advertising. A meal comprises a combination of food items usually consumed 
together, such as at breakfast, lunch, or dinner. A meal frequently includes a main dish, a side 
dish, a beverage and possibly a dessert. Meal context further describes various situational and 
environmental conditions in which a meal is consumed. The literature suggests that the presence 
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of an evoked meal context has a positive impact on consumer response (King, Weber, 
Meiselman, & Lv, 2004; Sommer et al., 2013). 
 The role of an evoked meal context in advertisements has not been widely examined. The 
current research study aims to fill this gap by examining whether evoking a meal context in food 
advertisements (by manipulating the visual design of the ad) will influence consumers’ attitude 
towards the ad, the advertised brand and the advertised product. It also examines whether the 
presence of a meal context results in higher purchase intentions for the advertised brand and 
whether the presence of meal context increases consumers’ appetitive motivation towards the 
food product. This research aims to contribute to the literature by shedding light on how the 
presence of an evoked meal context in an ad influences consumers’ processing of the ad and their 
subsequent response. It aims to contribute to managerial practice by providing guidelines with 
regard to the design of food advertisements in order to enhance consumer responses to food 
products. 
 More specifically, this research makes the following contributions: First, this research 
introduces a definition and conceptualization of meal context that builds on yet diverges from 
prior research in order to have increased relevance to a food advertising context. Second, it is 
among the first to explore the impact of meal context, along with the impact of various food 
product categories (meal component and calorie content), on consumers’ attitudinal and 
intentional responses to food advertising, such as attitude towards ad, attitude towards brand, and 
brand purchase intentions. It demonstrates a hierarchy-of-effects model in a food advertising 
context, in which the impact of meal context on brand purchase intention is serially mediated by 
attitude towards ad and attitude towards brand 
 In order to investigate the impact of meal context and build a supporting theoretical 
framework, the current research first reviews the literature on the impact of evoked consumption 
context on consumer response, followed by a review of consumer processing of advertisements 
and the impact of visual components of an ad on consumer response in a food advertising 
context. This thesis then introduces hypotheses and describes the methodology. The description 






Consumption Context and Consumer Response 
 
Contextual factors influence consumers’ response towards consumption. Meiselman and 
colleagues (1988) defined context as "the numerous variables in our eating environment, which 
makes it easier or harder for us to begin, continue or complete a meal" (p.78).  In other words, 
consumption context refers to the circumstances (past, simultaneous or future) which influence 
consumption (King, Weber, Meiselman, & Lv, 2004). 
Evoked consumption contexts influence consumers’ emotional response and product 
perceptions (Meiselman, 2002; Piqueras-Fiszman & Jaeger, 2014; Richins, 1997). Richins 
(1997) measured several consumption-related emotions experienced by consumers across 
different consumption contexts (i.e., use of a favourite possession, an important recent purchase 
or a recent purchase of a clothing item, a food item, a durable good, or a service). These 
emotions were incorporated into the Consumption Emotion Descriptors (CES) framework and 
broadly categorized as anger, discontent, worry, sadness, fear, shame, envy, loneliness, love, 
peacefulness, content, and optimism.  
 Piqueras-Fiszman and Jaeger (2014) suggested that evoked consumption contexts 
influenced positive emotional responses, based on appropriateness of the consumption context. 
The authors analyzed the impact of three different consumption contexts (i.e., breakfast on a 
weekend morning, afternoon break snack on a weekday, and after a special dinner at home with 
good company) on consumers response to two generic food products (i.e., apple and chocolate 
brownies). The results suggested that positive emotion terms were more frequently used in more 
appropriate consumption contexts. In contrast, negative emotion terms were more often used 
during less appropriate consumption contexts for the product. Piqueras-Fiszman and Jaeger 
(2014) conducted another study to analyze the impact of various means of evoking a 
consumption context on consumers’ emotional response. In this study, evoked consumption 
contexts similar to the previous study were used and the following means of context evocation 
was measured: food evaluation (i.e., tasting versus seeing image), the presentation style of the 
food stimulus (i.e., an image of isolated food versus food served on plate and cutlery), and means 
of context evocation (i.e., written only versus written and pictorial). Results indicated that food 
evaluation as a means of context did not have a significant impact, but the overall emotional 
response was positive. However, the style of food presentation and the means of context 
evocation impacted the perceived appropriateness of a food product in a focal consumption 
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context. Hence more negative emotion terms were used for less appropriate consumption 
contexts, while more positive emotion terms were used for more appropriate consumption 
contexts. 
Meiselman (2002) suggested that four major types of consumption contexts that alter 
consumers’ perception of food and beverages are “meal component, social interaction during 
consumption, the environment in which food is consumed and food choice freedom” (p. 645). 
The current research focuses on meal context as the evoked consumption context. 
  Previous research has conceptualized meal context in various ways. King, Weber, 
Meiselman and Lv (2004) conceptualized meal context as a combination of several food items 
(i.e., main dish and side dish), whereas Sommer and colleagues (2013) manipulated meal context 
by varying the social context associated with the meal consumption (i.e., having a restaurant 
meal with company versus a solitary meal in the office). There is no widely accepted definition 
of meal context in the literature. In an attempt to put forward a useful definition relevant to the 
context of food consumption and food advertising, the current research defines meal context as 
“a visual representation of fully prepared food embedded an advertisement that evokes the 
feeling of having a meal.” Although proposed definition and conceptualization of meal context in 
the current research deviates from those used in previous research, it is more easily applicable to 
food advertising context.  
 Previous research showed that the presence of a meal context influenced consumers’ 
emotional response as well as their evaluation of various food products. King, Weber, 
Meiselman and Lv (2004) analyzed the impact of meal context on consumers’ acceptance of 
food. The meal context was operationalized by presenting a combination of several food items 
by combining various meal components (e.g., pizza, salad dressing, and iced tea). The results 
indicated that the presence of a meal context had a significant positive impact on side dishes (i.e., 
ice tea and salad) when these food items were presented as a part of a meal, but no impact on the 
main dish (i.e., pizza). Scores for food acceptance were significantly higher for ice tea and salad 
in a meal context compared to the individual presentation. Hence, this research indicated that the 
impact of meal context on consumers’ food acceptability depends on the type of meal component 
the food represented.  
 Sommer and colleagues (2013) analysed the impact of meal context on consumers’ 
emotion and cognition. The authors compared two different meal situations by varying the social 
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setting of the meal consumption (i.e., having a restaurant meal with company versus having a 
meal alone in an office setting). The impact of meal context on participants’ cognitive control, 
semantic memory and the processing of emotional facial expressions was measured. 
Measurements were taken using event-related potentials and mood rating questionnaires. Results 
indicated that the meal context condition (i.e., restaurant meal in a social setting) had no effect 
on semantic memory, but was more relaxing and reduced cognitive control as compared to the 
solitary meal in an office. 
However, the impact of meal context on consumers’ response remains a sparsely 
researched area. The current research examines the impact of the presence of a meal context 
displayed in food advertisements on consumers’ responses towards the ad, brand and product. In 
order to determine the underlying mechanism explaining the impact of meal context in an 
advertising context, it is important to understand how consumers process advertising 
information.  
  
Consumer Processing of Advertising 
 
Davies (1998) defines advertising as any paid form of non-personal media presentation aimed at 
promoting ideas, concepts, goods or services by a sponsor. The efficacy of advertising as a 
promotional tool depends on its ability to influence consumers’ attitudinal and behavioural 
response (Ayanwale et al., 2005). Advertisements, in general, comprise visual and verbal 
components. The manipulation of both visual and verbal components of advertisements impacts 
consumers’ attitudinal response (Rossiter & Percy, 1980). Consumers process advertising-related 
information in a series of processing stages that influence preference formation, attention, 
comprehension, memory agreement and acceptance, to name a few (Gresham & Shimp, 1985).  
Since the focus of the current research is on how visual components influence advertising 
outcomes, it builds on theoretical models of consumers’ interpretation of visual information in 
advertisements. Thorson (1990) reviewed two theoretical models that explained how consumers 
processed and responded to visual cues within ads. The first is the two-states involvement model. 
Thorson (1990) suggested that consumers alternated between different information processing 
strategies depending on certain antecedent conditions. This phenomenon is also explained by the 
Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of persuasion, established by Petty and Cacioppo (1986). 
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The model posits two routes (i.e., central and peripheral) that can be followed for information 
processing and attitude formation. The central route to information processing is taken under 
high-involvement conditions, while the peripheral route is taken under low-involvement 
conditions. Similarly, in an advertising context, the processing of ad-related information and 
attitude formation upon exposure to the ad can follow either the central or peripheral route of 
persuasion. Visual cues (e.g., images, background colour) act as peripheral cues. Therefore, 
consumers follow the peripheral route of processing when they evaluate the ad based on visual 
cues.  
The second model is the classical conditioning theory (Staats & Staats, 1957). It states 
that attitudes can be formed by repeatedly pairing a neutral, unconditioned stimulus (e.g., 
branded product) with a positively or negatively valenced stimulus (conditioned stimulus). In an 
advertising context, if a product brand is associated with a positively valenced ad visual, the 
affect generated from the stimulus is transferred and triggers positive attitude formation towards 
the brand (Mitchell & Olson, 1981). 
 Similarly, the affect transfer hypothesis (ATH) is another model widely used for research 
related to attitude formation. The model posits that there is a direct transfer of affect from a 
positively valenced stimulus that further leads to attitude formation. In an advertising context, 
pairing a brand with a positively evaluated stimulus causes a direct transfer of positive affect to 
the brand (Mitchell & Olson, 1981). These theoretical models explain the potential underlying 
mechanism of the impact of an evoked meal context within food advertisements on consumer 
responses. 
  
Impact of Visual Cues in Ads on Consumers’ Attitudinal Responses  
 
The impact of the visual component of an ad on advertising outcomes has widely been 
researched (Mitchell, 1986; Mitchell & Olson, 1981; Shimp, 1981; Thorson, 1990). The current 
research focuses on the following advertising outcomes: Attitude towards the ad, attitude 
towards the brand and consumers’ brand purchase intention. 
 Attitude towards the ad “accurately reflects the subject's evaluation of the overall 
advertising stimulus” (Mitchell & Olson, 1981, p.327). MacKenzie, Lutz and Belch (1986) 
defined attitude towards the ad as a “predisposition to respond in a favourable or unfavourable 
manner to a particular advertising stimulus during a particular exposure situation” (p.130). 
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Whereas brand attitude is defined as consumers’ overall evaluation of a brand (Mitchell & 
Olson, 1981), brand purchase intention refers to consumers’ behavioural intentions to purchase 
the advertised brand’s products.   
 Mitchell and Olson (1981) analyzed the direct impact of ad visuals on consumers’ 
evaluation of the ad as well as the advertised brand, in order to test the validity of Fishbein’s 
(1963; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) attitude theory which posited that beliefs are the sole mediators 
of attitude formation. The authors used four different ads of facial tissues, each for a different 
brand and manipulated repetition of ad exposure (i.e., the number of times an ad was repeated: 2, 
4, 6, 8 exposures) and advertising content (i.e., the ads contained either a visual image or a verbal 
claim about a product attribute, paired with a brand name). Results indicated that the brands 
associated with positive visual stimuli had significantly more positive brand attitude and 
purchase intention as compared to the brands associated with neutral visual stimuli and verbal 
claims as the ad content. The authors concluded that product attribute beliefs mediate the impact 
of ad visuals on brand attitude, which mediates the impact of ad visuals on purchase intentions. 
Attitude towards the ad was also found to partially mediate the impact of ad content on attitude 
towards the brand. The authors inferred from the results that the participants converted visual 
information shown in the ad into meaningful semantic information that led to the formation of 
product attribute beliefs and influenced their attitude towards the ad and brand.  
 Mitchell (1986) conducted an extension study in order to strengthen these findings 
further. Mitchell (1986) varied the valence of the visual stimuli (i.e., positive, negative and 
neutral) used in the ads along with a constant ad copy. Mitchell (1986) posited the dual-
component model, which suggested that brand attitudes formed through advertising are based on 
two determinants: first, attitude towards the advertisement, and second, product attribute beliefs. 
The findings indicated that attitude towards the ad had a direct impact on brand attitude. 
 The impact of the visual component of ads on attitude towards the brand is conditional on 
the level of product involvement. Flores and colleagues (2014) conducted a study in an online 
context that analyzed the impact of various ad types (i.e., display banner versus text-only ads) on 
attitude towards the advertised brand, with the level of product involvement as moderator. 
Results indicated that display ads led to positive brand attitude for high involvement products, 
while text ads led to positive brand attitude for low-involvement products. This finding was 
further explained in a study conducted by Wyer (2002), who posited that display banner ads led 
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participants in low-involvement conditions to engage in elaboration and counterfactual thinking, 
which negatively influenced their attitude towards the advertised brand. Goodrich (2011) 
conducted a similar study in an online advertising context, which suggested that visual ads 
(versus text ads) had an indirect positive impact on consumers' purchase intention. Visual ads 
attracted greater ad attention, which led to a higher willingness to purchase among consumers 
when compared to text ads.  
 Based on previous research, we argue that incorporating an evoked meal context as a 
visual component of a food advertisement, will have a direct impact on consumers’ attitude 
towards the ad and an indirect impact on attitude towards the brand and consumers’ brand 
purchase intentions. Therefore, the current research proposes the following hypotheses: 
 
H1: The presence (vs. absence) of a meal context (as a visual component of food advertisements) 
will have a direct positive impact on consumers’ attitude towards the advertisement. 
 
H2: The presence (vs. absence) of a meal context (as a visual component of food advertisements) 
will result in a more positive attitude towards the advertised brand. 
 
H3: The presence (vs. absence) of a meal context (as a visual component of food advertisements) 
will result in greater purchase intention for the advertised brand. 
 
The preceding discussion of the literature also points towards a mediating role of attitude 
towards the ad in the relation between ad visuals and attitude towards the brand, which further 
mediates the impact of ad visuals on consumer purchase intention.  
 
The Mediating Role of Attitude Towards the Ad 
  
The ad-brand attitude relationship has been widely researched, and its underlying mechanism has 
been explained using several theoretical models. Attitude towards the ad impacts attitude 
towards the advertised brand both directly and indirectly through brand cognitions (Mackenzie, 
Lutz & Belch, 1986; Mackenzie & Lutz, 1989; Mitchell & Olson, 1981; Moore & Hutchison, 
1983; Shimp, 1981; Shaouf et al., 2016). Shimp (1981) suggested that attitude towards the ad 
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had a direct positive impact on attitude towards the brand through affect transference, in that the 
positive affect or feelings elicited by liked ads were transferred to the advertised brands. Affect 
transference is considered to be a classical conditioning process (Thorson, 1990).  
In order to determine the structural relationship between attitude towards the ad, attitude 
towards the brand, and purchase intentions, Mackenzie, Lutz and Belch (1986) tested four 
alternative models that define the causal relationship between attitude towards the ad, brand and 
purchase intentions: The affect transfer hypothesis (ATH), dual mediation hypothesis (DMH), 
reciprocal mediation hypothesis (RMH), and independent influences hypothesis (IIH). The ATH 
and DMH models are the two most commonly researched mechanisms for investigating the ad-
brand a ttitude causal relationship. All models are based on a hierarchy-of-effects framework, 
with cognition leading to affect, which leads to conation (i.e., behaviour). The ATH model 
posited a direct impact of attitude towards the ad on attitude towards the brand (Gardner, 1985; 
Mitchell & Olson, 1981; Moore & Hutchison, 1983; Park & Young, 1984; Shimp, 1981). 
Mackenzie, Lutz and Belch (1986) also suggested that the ad-brand attitude link in the ATH can 
be explained by Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) elaboration likelihood model (ELM). The ATH 
model can be seen as the peripheral route to persuasion. The DMH posited an impact of attitude 
towards the ad on brand attitude, both directly and indirectly, through brand cognitions (Lutz and 
Swasy 1977). Mackenzie, Lutz and Belch (1986) tested all four models to find the best-fitting 
model. Results indicated that the dual mediation hypothesis (DMH) was the best fitting model to 
explain the impact of ad attitude on brand attitude. Attitude towards the ad had a strong positive 
impact on brand attitude and a moderate positive impact on brand cognition. However, brand 
cognition did not have any significant impact on brand attitude.  
 The impact of attitude towards the ad on attitude towards the brand is conditional upon 
level of involvement and brand familiarity. Park and Young (1984) found that under low 
affective involvement conditions, attitude towards the ad influenced brand attitude, but had no 
impact under high cognitive involvement conditions. In addition, Rhee and Jung (2019) found 
that attitude towards the ad was found to have a direct impact on attitude towards the brand, 
under varying levels of brand familiarity. For a brand with low (vs. high) familiarity, attitude 
towards the ad had a stronger impact on brand attitude.  
 The theory of reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) suggested that a person's attitude 
guides behavioural intentions. Fazio, Powell and Herr (1983) proposed a process model that 
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explained how attitude guides behaviour. This model also applies to an advertising context. 
Previous research suggested that the impact of advertising on consumers’ purchase intentions 
was mediated by ad attitude and brand attitude (Mackenzie & Lutz, 1989; Mitchell & Olson, 
1981; Shimp, 1981). More specifically, attitude towards the ad has an indirect (through brand 
attitude) impact on purchase intention, while brand attitude has a direct impact on purchase 
intention (Mackenzie & Lutz, 1989). Accumulating evidence from previous research suggested 
that brand attitude has a positive impact on consumers’ purchase intentions (Holbrook & Batra, 
1987; Homer, 1990, Mackenzie & Lutz, 1989; Mitchell & Olson, 1981; Shimp, 1981).  
In a similar manner, the impact of visual components of an ad on advertising outcomes 
can be best explained by a hierarchy-of-effects framework. Shaouf and colleagues (2016) 
investigated the impact of visual design in web advertisements on purchase intention. The study 
proposed a theoretical framework based on hierarchy-of-effects that demonstrated the mediating 
role of attitude towards the ad and attitude towards the advertised brand. The findings indicated 
that web advertising visual design had a significant positive impact on attitude towards the ad 
and brand, but its impact on online purchase intentions was not significant. Attitude towards the 
ad had a significant positive impact on attitude towards the brand and online purchase intentions, 
and attitude towards the brand had a significant positive impact on online purchase intentions.  
 However, previous research also suggested that behavioural intentions can be influenced 
by visual components of marketing messages without the mediating role of attitude (Goodrich, 
2011; Sundar & Noseworthy, 2014). Hence, this research seeks to clarify how the presence of a 
meal context as a visual component of a food advertisement influences consumers’ attitudinal 
responses to advertising, the brand, and their purchase intentions. The current research proposes 
the following hypotheses: 
 
H4: The impact of the presence (vs. absence) of meal context on brand purchase intention is 
serially mediated by attitude towards the ad and attitude towards the advertised brand. 
 
Impact of Visual Cues in Ads on Product Evaluation and Appetitive Motivation  
 
Based on previous research, ad visuals also impact consumers’ product evaluation and 
motivational responses towards food. Rossiter and Percy (1980) presented a theoretical model 
that helped explain how the visual components of an ad influenced product attitude ratings. The 
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authors proposed a dual loop theory in which the visual content of an ad influenced product 
attitude ratings through the visual imagery loop, while the verbal content influenced product 
attitude ratings through the verbal belief loop. In the experiment, the authors varied both visual 
(i.e., high versus low visual emphasis) and verbal (i.e., explicit versus implicit claim) content of 
a print advertisement for beer, in order to determine participants’ attitude towards the advertised 
product. Results indicated that the combination of high visual emphasis with explicit verbal 
claims resulted in the highest mean product attitude rating. The authors also suggested that the 
visual content of the print ad influenced consumers’ product attitude ratings. Product attitude 
rating is similar to product evaluation, such that a high product rating implies positive product 
evaluation. Hence, it is likely that the visual component of ads directly impacts consumers’ 
product evaluation. Based on these findings, the current research argues that incorporating a 
meal context as a visual component of food ads, which increases the visual emphasis of the ads, 
lead to more positive evaluations of the advertised product. Therefore, the following hypothesis 
is proposed:  
 
H5: The presence (vs. absence) of a meal context (as a visual component of food advertisements) 
will result in a more positive evaluation of the advertised product. 
 
In a food advertising context, food-related visual cues have also been found to impact 
consumers’ motivational response towards food in terms of appetitive motivation. Appetitive 
motivation, a type of motivational response, deals with the motivational aspect of appetitive 
stimuli which further prompts approach behaviour (Jackson & Smillie, 2004). In the context of 
food advertising, appetitive motivation indicates the extent to which appealing visual cues of 
food influence consumers to demonstrate a favourable behavioural or attitudinal response 
towards the advertised product. Bailey (2015) analyzed the impact of the directness of food cues 
in food advertisements on consumers’ motivational response, purchase intention, and attitude 
towards the food and the advertised brand. The study compares the impact of exposure to direct 
versus indirect food cues in advertisements. In this study, Bailey (2015) manipulated direct food 
cues as unpackaged, ready-to-eat food and indirect food cues as packaged food products. The 
food cues were shown as television ads that appeared for 17 to 20 seconds on national television. 
The participants’ motivational response to the stimuli was measured physiologically, based on 
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orbicularis oculi activation and skin conductivity level. Greater orbicularis oculi activation is an 
indicator of positive emotional response and greater appetitive motivation, while higher skin 
conductivity is an indicator of sympathetic arousal or high intensity of motivational activation 
(Potter & Bolls, 2012). Results revealed that ads containing direct, ready-to-eat food cues 
showed significantly higher activation in the orbicularis oculi and skin conductance level, as 
compared to indirect, packaged food cues and also led to a more favourable response for attitude 
towards the ad, product and purchase intention, as compared to indirect cues. Therefore, it is 
likely that there is a positive impact of the presence of meal context (in the ready-to-eat form) 
within food ads on consumers’ motivational response. Hence, the current research proposes the 
following hypothesis: 
 
H6: The presence (vs. absence) of a meal context (as a visual component of food advertisements) 




The current research aims to investigate the impact of the presence of an evoked meal context 
within food advertisements on consumers’ attitudinal and behavioural responses. Specifically, it 
aims to analyze whether meal context has a direct or indirect impact on consumers’ attitude 
towards the ad, the advertised brand, intention to purchase the advertised brand’s product, 
evaluation of the advertised product as well as consumers’ appetitive motivation. 
 The conceptual framework of the current research is partly based on Shaouf and 
colleagues’ (2016) study. It posits that the impact of the presence of an evoked meal context 
within food advertisements on consumers’ attitude towards the ad, brand as well as brand 
purchase intention is best explained by a hierarchy-of-effects model. 
 The current research also aims to examine the effect of including different categories of 
food products (based on calorie content: high or low; and type of meal component: main dish, 
side dish, dessert) as replicates, to ensure that the effect holds across categories. Based on 
evolutionary arguments, it is possible that people might find high-calorie foods more appealing 
or demonstrate higher appetitive motivation. Based on previous research, the impact of the 
presence of meal context might be more significant for side dish food items (King, Weber, 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
The proposed framework consists of the presence (vs. absence) of meal context shown in 
the ad as the predictor, attitude towards the ad and the attitude towards the brand as serial 
mediators, and consumers’ intention to purchase the advertised brand is the criterion. 
Consumers’ appetitive motivation and evaluation of the advertised product serve as additional 
criteria. This research includes meal component category (i.e., main dish, side dish or dessert) 
and the calorie content category (i.e., high or low) of the food products. Although no specific 
moderation hypotheses are proposed, their inclusion allows for a test of the robustness of the 




In this research, meal context was experimentally manipulated as a visual component of food 
advertisements. The presence (vs. absence) of meal context was manipulated within the ad by 
including an image of the advertised product in a ready-to-eat or fully prepared format, placed in 





























food product categories. Each product category contained two brands (i.e., a total of 24 brands). 
Food products were first selected for each of the meal categories (i.e., main dish, side dish, 
dessert) and categorized as high or low in calorie content based on their calorie content per unit 
or per 100 mg (Appendix B: Table B.14). The current study included US and Europe based 
brands of low familiarity that are not widely available in Canada. 
   
Pretest 
 
A pretest verified perceptions of meal component and calorie content and informed brand 
selection for the main study by establishing whether the chosen brands were indeed of low 
familiarity in order to preclude the effects of prior brand knowledge.  
  
 
Design and Sample 
The pretest was a 2 (calorie content: low, high) × 3 (meal component: main dish, side dish, 
dessert) within-participants experiment. Participants residing in Canada were recruited online on 
the Amazon Mturk platform (n = 43, 51.2% female, age: 23-65 years, Mage= 35.12, SD = 11.69).  
 
Measures and Stimuli 
Participants answered questions related to the twelve product categories, displayed in random 
order. For each product category, participants indicated the perceived meal component category 
(main dish/side dish/dessert) and the perceived calorie content category (high calorie/low 
calorie), product preference (-5 = highly aversive, 5 = highly appealing; Killgore et al., 2003), 
product familiarity in terms of consumption frequency (1 = never, 7 = every time; Bredahl, 2004) 
and product knowledge (three items, e.g., “I had a lot of experience with [product name]”; 1 = 
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .95; Beatty & Talpade, 1994).  
For each product category, two brand logos were displayed (Appendix B.13) and 
participants indicated their overall familiarity with the brand’s product, experience and 
knowledge of the respective brands (1 = not at all familiar/experienced/knowledgeable, 7 = 
extremely familiar/experienced/knowledgeable; α= .98; Machleit, Allen & Madden, 1993). 





The mean familiarity score (M = 1.67 to 4.12, SD = 1.63 to 2.42) for most of the brand’s 
products was statistically significantly lower than scale midpoint value of 4.0 (t(42) = -9.36 to -
2.22; all ps < .05), except for Green Giant’s cauliflower rice  (t(42) = -3.79, p = .71) , Sara Lee 
chocolate cake (t(42) = -3.27, p = .74), Club House’s pasta salad(t(42) = 0.34, p = .73) and Kind 
protein bar (t(42) = -1.26,  p = .21 ),whose mean familiarity scores were not statistically 
significantly different from the scale midpoint value of 4 (Appendix C:Table C.1).Familiarity 
with the brand’s product did differ between male and female participants (p >.05).  
 Brand knowledge (i.e., the mean of brand experience and brand knowledge scores) was 
significantly lower than scale midpoint (M = 1.69 to 4.58, SD = 1.69 to 2.26; t(42) = -8.88 to -
2.36 , all ps < .05), except for Green Giant’s cauliflower rice (t(42) = 1.94, p = .06), Sara Lee’s 
chocolate cake (t(42) = -1.21, p =.23) and Clubhouse’s pasta salad (t(42) = 1.59 p = .12; 
Appendix C:Table C.2). Brand knowledge did not differ between male and female participants (p 
> .05).  
A significant amount of discrepancy was noted between the actual (experimentally 
manipulated) and perceived (self-reported) categorization of the calorie content (high, low) and 
meal component (main dish, side dish, dessert) variables for some of the food product categories. 
The pretest indicates that only 60.50% of participants correctly categorized cauliflower rice as a 
side dish, and 20.90% correctly categorized a protein bar as a dessert. (Appendix C: Table C.3). 
Less than 60 % of participants correctly categorized the calorie content for a protein bar 




Due to the high discrepancy in the categorization of actual versus perceived calorie content and 
meal component variables, perceived meal component and calorie content were included in the 
main experiment not only as manipulated factors but also measured. Based on the low brand 
familiarity and brand knowledge scores, the twelve food products and their respective brands (12 





Main Study  
 
Design and Sample 
 
For the main study, participants residing in Canada were recruited online on Amazon Mturk (n = 
560, 45.90% female, age = 18-68 years, Mage = 33.68, SD = 10.75; compensation $0.75). 
Participants were randomly assigned to one of twelve conditions in a 2 (presence of meal 
context: present, absent) × 2 (calorie content: low, high) × 3 (meal component: main dish, side 
dish, dessert) between-participants experimental design.  
 
 Stimuli   
 
The stimuli were food advertisements that displayed a packaged food product, including its 
brand name. For every product category, one ad displayed a product brand with the image of 
meal context (test condition) while the other ad displayed a second product brand without the 
image of meal context (control condition). The presence of meal context was operationalized by 
manipulating the design of food ads, such that a ready-to-eat or fully prepared form of the 
advertised food product was placed in the background of the product package (See Appendix 
B.1-B.12 for the full set of stimuli). The following factors were controlled throughout the design 
of ad stimuli across meal context conditions:   
1. Nutritional Facts: any information related to nutrition and ingredients were eliminated 
2. Packaging design: The design of the product package was identical for both control and 
test ads. Only the brand logos differed.  
3. Packaging size: The size of the product package within the ad, the alignment and 
positioning of the product package within the ad was identical across conditions.  




After viewing each of the two advertisements, participants provided ratings of attitude towards 
the advertised product (three items; “This is a superior product”, “This is an “eye-catching” 
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product ”, “This is a high-quality product”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .89; 
Becker et al., 2011) and product evaluation (seven items, e.g., “The product appears to be: 
appealing/tasty/desirable/high quality/appetizing”, “ I would be likely to purchase this product”, 
“I would be likely to recommend this product to a friend”; 1 = not at all, 7 = extremely; α = .96; 
Peracchio & Tybout, 1996). Participants indicated their appetitive motivation towards the food 
product displayed in the advertisement. The motivation salience scale was used to measure 
consumers’ appetitive motivation in a food consumption context (-5 = highly aversive, 5 = 
highly appealing; Killgore et al., 2003). The participants also reported their brand purchase 
intention (three items; “It is very likely that I will buy [brand name]”, “I will buy [brand name] 
the next time I need a [product name]”, “I will definitely try [brand name]”; 1 = strongly 
disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .95; Putrevu & Lord, 1994), attitude towards the brand (three 
items; 1 = dislike/unfavourable/negative, 7 = like/favourable/ positive; α = .96; Alpert & 
Kamins, 1995), attitude towards the ad (five items; 1 = bad/boring 
/unpleasant/unlikable/tasteless; good/interesting/boring/pleasant/likable/tasteful; α = .95; 
Kellaris, Cox & Cox, 1993), and familiarity with the product in terms of frequency of 
consumption (1 = never, 7 = every time; Bredahl, 2004) and product knowledge (three items; “I 
had a lot of experience with [product name]”, “As compared to an average person, I would have 
said that I was highly knowledgeable about [product name]”, “I would have described myself as 
being very familiar with [product name]”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .95; 
Beatty & Talpade, 1994). Participants also indicated their overall familiarity with the brand’s 
product, experience and knowledge of the respective brands (1 = not at all 
familiar/experienced/knowledgeable, 7 = extremely familiar/experienced/knowledgeable; α=.96; 
Machleit, Allen & Madden, 1990). Participants indicated their preference for consumption of the 
product (-5 = highly aversive, 5 = highly appealing; Killgore et al., 2003; see Appendix C: Table 
C.5: reliability analysis of measurement scales). As for manipulation checks, participants 
indicated the perceived meal component category and calorie content category of the product 
displayed in the ad. Finally, participants provided demographic information and completed an 
attention check question (see Appendix A for measurement scales).  
 





Data were excluded for participants who failed to answer the attention check question correctly, 
blank entries, and for participants who did not categorize perceived meal component and calorie 
content (i.e., answered “not sure”). This resulted in the deletion of 220 data points and a final 




After collection of the data, the statistical analysis was carried out using the SPSS software. In 
order to check for the construct validity of the multi-item scales, factor analysis was performed 
to check whether items of each scale loaded on a single factor or not. Factor analysis was 
conducted for the following multi-item scales: product evaluation (10 items), brand purchase 
intention (3 items), attitude towards the ad (5 items), attitude towards the brand (3 items), 
product knowledge (3 items) and brand familiarity (3 items).  
 First, factor analysis was conducted for the ten-item product evaluation scale. The Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was .94, above the commonly recommended value 
of .6 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2(45) = 12484.59, p < .05). Principal 
Component Analysis was conducted to check whether all ten items loaded on one single factor 
representing product evaluation. Initial eigenvalues indicated that the first factor extracted, 
explained 75.83% of the total variance. All items loaded on one factor and had high factor 
loadings ranging from .83 to .91 (Appendix C: Table C.6.1). 
 A factor analysis was conducted for the three-item brand purchase intention scale. The 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was .77, above the commonly recommended 
value of .6 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2(3) = 3197.11, p < .05). Principal 
Component Analysis was conducted to check whether all three items loaded on one single factor 
representing brand purchase intention. Initial eigenvalues indicated that the first factor extracted, 
explained 90.35% of the total variance. All items loaded on one factor and had high factor 
loadings ranging from .94 to .96 (Appendix C: Table C.6.2).  
 A factor analysis was conducted for the five-item attitude towards the ad scale. The 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was .90, above the commonly recommended 
value of .6 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2(10) = 5498.14, p < .05). Principal 
Component Analysis was conducted to check whether all five items loaded on one single factor 
representing attitude towards the ad. Initial eigenvalues indicated that the first factor extracted, 
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explained 82.62% of the total variance. All items loaded on one factor and had high factor 
loadings ranging from .86 to .94 (Appendix C: Table C.6.3).  
 Next, factor analysis was conducted for the three-item attitude towards the brand scale. 
The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was .78, above the commonly 
recommended value of .6 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2(3) = 3933.86, p < 
.05). Principal Component Analysis was conducted to check whether all three items loaded on 
one single factor representing attitude towards the brand. Initial eigenvalues indicated that the 
first factor extracted, explained 93.29% of the total variance. All items loaded on one factor and 
had very high factor loadings ranging from .96 to .97 (Appendix C: Table C.6.4).  
 Factor analysis for the three-item product knowledge scale was also conducted. The 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was .77, above the commonly recommended 
value of .6 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2(3) = 3264.60, p < .05). Principal 
Component Analysis was conducted to check whether all three items loaded on one single factor 
representing product knowledge. Initial eigenvalues indicated that the first factor extracted, 
explained 90.75% of the total variance. All items loaded on one factor and had very high factor 
loadings ranging from .95 to .96 (Appendix C: Table C.6.5). 
 Finally, factor analysis was conducted for the three-item brand familiarity scale was 
measured. Assumptions were tested for the factor analysis. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of 
sampling adequacy was .77, above the commonly recommended value of .6 and Bartlett’s test of 
sphericity was significant (χ2(3) = 3981.96, p < .05). Principal Component Analysis was 
conducted to check whether all three items loaded on one single factor representing brand 
familiarity. Initial eigenvalues indicated that the first factor extracted, explained 92.96% of the 
total variance. All items loaded on one factor and had very high factor loadings ranging from .95 
to .97 (Appendix C: Table C.6.6).  
The results of the factor analyses indicated that the items for all measurement scales loaded on a 




In order to test H1, H2, H3, H5 and H6, a three-way multivariate analysis of covariance 
(MANCOVA) was conducted. Meal context (MC), the perceived meal component (PMeal) and 
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the perceived calorie content (PCal) of the food product categories served as independent 
variables (IVs). Product evaluation (PE), appetitive motivation (AM), attitude towards the ad 
(ATA), attitude towards the brand (ATB)and brand purchase intention (BPI) served as dependent 
variables (DVs). Product knowledge (PK), product preference (PP) and brand familiarity (BF) 
were used as covariates.  
 
Assumption Testing 
Prior to conducting the MANCOVA, a series of assumption tests were conducted.  
In order to test for multivariate normality of all dependent variables and covariates, the 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests were conducted (Appendix C.7: Table C.7.1). 
Both tests indicated that all the dependent variables and covariates (i.e., product evaluation, 
appetitive motivation, brand purchase intention, attitude towards the ad, attitude towards the 
brand as well as product knowledge, product preference and brand familiarity) did not follow a 
normal distribution. The Shapiro-Wilk test showed a significant departure from normality for all 
the dependent and covariate variables: attitude towards the ad (ATA; W(1106) = 0.96, p < .001), 
attitude towards the brand (ATB; W(1106) = 0.96, p < .001), brand purchase intention (BPI; 
W(1106) = 0.95, p < .001), product evaluation (PE; W(1106) = 0.97, p < .001), appetitive 
motivation (AM; W(1106) = 0.93, p < .001), product knowledge (PK; W(1106) = 0.93, p < .001), 
product preference (PP; W(1106) = 0.86, p < .001) and brand familiarity (BF; W(1106) = 0.76, p 
< .001). 
 High positive correlations were found between the dependent variables (r =.68 to .88, n = 
1106, all ps < .001). Multicollinearity was not detected. Additionally, the test for homogeneity of 
covariances was conducted. The Box’s M test was found to be significant (Box’s M = 365.45, 
F(165, 155049) = 2.15, p < .001; Appendix C.7: Table C.7.2). This indicated that the observed 
covariance matrices of all the DVs are not equal across groups. 
 
Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) 
The current study conducted a three-way MANCOVA (Meal Context × Perceived Meal 
Component × Perceived Calorie Content) to test whether meal context (present, absent), 
perceived meal component (main dish, side dish, dessert) and perceived calorie content (high, 
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low) influenced the dependent variables. The following factors were used as covariates in the 
analysis: product knowledge (PK), product preference (PP) and brand familiarity (BF).  
 A series of multivariate tests (Appendix C.7: Table C.7.3) showed no significant 
multivariate effect of meal context (MC) on product evaluation, appetitive motivation, brand 
purchase intention, attitude towards the ad and attitude towards the brand (Wilk’s Λ = .99, F(5, 
1087) = 1.16, p = .33, partial 𝜂2= .005). However, a significant multivariate effect emerged for 
meal component (PMeal; main dish, side dish and dessert; Wilk’s Λ =.98, F(10, 2174) = 2.65, p 
<.05, partial 𝜂2= .01). A significant effect of calorie content (PCal) was found (Wilk’s Λ=.98, 
F(5, 1087) = 3.23, p < .05, partial 𝜂2= .01). The multivariate interactions between meal context 
and meal component (MC × PMeal), meal context and calorie content (MC × Pcal) as well as the 
three-way interaction of meal context, meal component and calorie content (MC × PMeal × 
PCal) were not significant (all ps > .05). Similarly, the multivariate interaction between the 
perceived meal component and perceived calorie content (PMeal × PCal) was not significant 
(Wilk’s Λ =.99, F(10, 2174) = 1.48, p = .14, partial 𝜂2= .01). The covariates emerged as 
significant: product knowledge (PK; Wilk’s Λ =.99, F(5, 1087) = 2.96, p < .05, partial 𝜂2= .01), 
product preference (PP; Wilk’s Λ =.85, F(5, 1087) = 38.71, p < .05, partial 𝜂2= .15) and brand 
familiarity (BF; Wilk’s Λ =.84, F(5, 1087) = 41.04, p < .05, partial 𝜂2= .16).  
 In a series of tests for homogeneity of variances, Levenes test of Equality of error 
variances (Appendix C: Table C.7.4) indicated unequal variances for product evaluation (PE; 
F(11, 1094) = 2.88, p < .05), appetitive motivation (AM; F(11, 1094) = 3.97, p < .05), attitude 
towards ad (ATA; F(11, 1094) = 1.85, p < .05) and brand purchase intention (BPI; F(11, 1094) = 
2.91, p < .05) across groups, and equal variances for attitude towards the brand (ATB; F(11, 
1094) = 1.66, p = 0.07) across groups. 
 A univariate ANCOVA was conducted for product evaluation (PE), appetitive motivation 
(AM), brand purchase intention (BPI), attitude towards the ad (ATA) and attitude towards the 
brand (ATB), with meal context (MC), perceived meal component (PMeal) and perceived calorie 
component (PCal) serving as independent variables, and product knowledge (PK), product 
preference (PP) and brand familiarity (BF) as covariates. (Appendix C: Table C.7.4 and C.7.5).  
  There was no statistically significant main effect of meal context (MC) within the food 
advertisements on product evaluation (PE; F(1, 1091) = 2.03, p = .15, M = 2.82, partial 𝜂2 = 
.00), appetitive motivation (AM; F(1, 1091) = 2.65, p = .10, M = 12.93, partial 𝜂2 = .00), brand 
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purchase intention (BPI) (F(2, 1091) = .32, p = .57, M = .64, partial 𝜂2 = .00), attitude towards 
the ad (ATA) (F(2, 1091) = .71, p = .40, M = 1.33, partial 𝜂2 = .00) and attitude towards the 
brand (ATB) (F(2, 1091) = .01, p = .92, M = .02, partial 𝜂2 = .00). Hypotheses 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 
were thus not supported. 
For product evaluation (PE), there was a significant main effect of perceived meal 
component (PMeal: main dish, side dish, dessert; F(2, 1091) = 9.09, p < .05, M = 12.61, partial 
𝜂2 = .02). Pairwise comparisons revealed that participants who viewed a side dish (M = 4.39, SD 
= 1.29, p < .01, 95% CI [.11, .45]) and dessert (M = 4.45, SD = 1.37, p < .01, 95% CI [.21, .64]) 
reported a statistically significant higher rating of product evaluation (PE), compared to those 
who viewed a main dish (M = 4.23, SD = 1.43). There was also a significant main effect of 
perceived calorie content (PCal: high, low; F(1, 1091) = 14.58, p < .01, M = 20.23, partial 𝜂2   = 
.01) for product evaluation (PE). Pairwise comparisons revealed that participants who viewed 
high calorie food items (M = 4.26, SD = 1.36, p < .01, 95% CI [-.48, -.16]), reported more 
positive product evaluation (PE), compared to those who viewed low calorie food items (M = 
4.53, SD = 1.36). The interaction of meal component and calorie content of the advertised food 
products (PMeal × PCal) (F(2, 1091) = 3.01, p =.05, M = 4.17, partial 𝜂2 = .01) was significant. 
The covariates product preference (PP; F(1, 1091) = 155.64, p < .05, M = 216.04, partial 𝜂2  = 
.12) and brand familiarity (BF; F(1, 1091) = 69.38, p < .05, M = 96.31, partial 𝜂2  = .06) were 
significant as well.  
  For appetitive motivation (AM), there was a significant main effect of meal component 
(PMeal: main dish, side dish, dessert; F(2, 1091) = 7.46, p < .05, M = 36.45, partial 𝜂2  = .01). 
Pairwise comparisons revealed that participants who viewed a side dish (M = 1.40, SD = 2.42, p 
< .01, 95% CI [.15, .79]) and dessert (M = 1.50, SD = 2.52, p < .01, 95% CI [.32, 1.13]) reported 
greater appetitive motivation (AM) compared to those who viewed main dish food items (M = 
1.15, SD = 2.68). The main effect of perceived calorie content (PCal: high, low; F(1, 1091) = 
10.19, p < .05, M = 49.80, partial 𝜂2  = .01) was also significant. Pairwise comparisons revealed 
that participants who viewed high calorie food items (M = 1.20, SD = 2.56, p < .01, 95% CI [-
.81, -.19]) reported greater appetitive motivation (AM) compared to those who viewed low 
calorie food items (M = 1.61, SD = 2.48). The covariates product preference (PP; F(1, 1091) = 
181.96, p < .05, M = 889.06, partial 𝜂2 = .14) and brand familiarity (BF; F(1, 1091) = 52.88, p < 
.05, M = 258.39 , partial 𝜂2 = .05) were significant. 
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 For brand purchase intention (BPI), there was a significant main effect of perceived meal 
component (PMeal: main dish, side dish, dessert; F (2, 1091) = 8.43, p < .05, M = 16.60, partial 
𝜂2 = .01). Pairwise comparisons revealed that participants who viewed side dish (M = 3.91, SD = 
1.64, p < .01, 95% CI [.10, .56]) and dessert (M = 4.12, SD = 1.64, p < .01, 95% CI [.24, .76]) 
food items, reported a statistically significant higher rating of brand purchase intention (BPI), 
compared to those who viewed a main dish (M = 3.78, SD = 1.75). The main effect of calorie 
content (PCal: high, low; F(1, 1091) = 11.56, p < .05, M = 22.77, partial 𝜂2 = .01) was also 
significant. Pairwise comparisons revealed that participants who viewed high calorie food items 
(M = 3.87, SD = 1.66, p < .01, 95% CI [ -.53, -.14]), reported greater brand purchase intention 
(BPI) compared to those who viewed low calorie food items (M = 4.18, SD = 1.67). The 
interaction meal component and calorie content was also significant (PMeal × PCal; F(2, 1091) = 
3.08, p < .05, M = 6.07, partial 𝜂2 . = .01), as were the covariates product preference (PP; F(1, 
1091) = 136.75, p < .05, M = 269.45, partial 𝜂2  = .11) and brand familiarity (BF; F(1, 1091) = 
174.26, p < .05, M = 343.37, partial 𝜂2  = .14).  
  For attitude towards the ad (ATA), there was a significant main effect of perceived meal 
component (PMeal: main dish, side dish, dessert; F(2, 1091) = 2.93, p= .05, M = 5.48, SD = .01). 
Participants who viewed a side dish (M = 4.73, SD = 1.46, p = .02, 95% CI [.04, .43]) reported a 
more positive attitude towards the ad (ATA) compared to those who viewed main dish (M = 
4.63, SD = 1.46). A significant main effect of perceived calorie content (PCal: high, low; F(1, 
1091) = 10.65, p < .05, M = 19.93, partial 𝜂2  = .01) also emerged. Pairwise comparisons 
revealed that participants who viewed high calorie food items (M = 4.57, SD = 1.46, p < .05, 
95% CI [ -.51, -.13]) reported lower attitude towards the ad (ATA) compared to those who 
viewed low calorie food items (M = 4.89, SD = 1.47). The covariates product preference (PP; 
F(1, 1091) = 75.65, p < .05, M = 141.54, partial 𝜂2  = .06) and brand familiarity (BF; F (1, 1091) 
= 17.62, p < .05, M = 32.97, partial 𝜂2  = .02) were significant.  
  For attitude towards the brand (ATB), there was a significant main effect for perceived 
calorie content (PCal: high, low; F(1, 1091) = 12.03, p < .05, M = 23.01, partial 𝜂2  = .01), such 
that participants who viewed high calorie food items (M = 4.59, SD = 1.50, p < .01, 95% CI [ -
.53, -.15]) reported a statistically significant lower attitude towards the brand (ATB) compared to 
those who viewed low calorie food items (M = 4.95, SD = 1.50). The interaction of the type of 
meal component and calorie content of the advertised food products (PMeal × PCal; F(2, 1091) 
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= 2.98, p = .05, M = 5.70, partial 𝜂2 = .01) was marginally significant. The covariates product 
preference (PP; F(1, 1091) = 88.81, p < .01, M = 169.85, partial 𝜂2  = .07) and brand familiarity 
(BF; F(1, 1091) = 37.17, p < .01, M = 71.08, partial 𝜂2 = .03) were significant.  
 Overall, there was no statistically significant main effect of meal context (MC) on any of 
the dependent variables (PE, AM, BPI, ATA, ATB). However, the calorie content (PCal) had 
consistent significant effects main effects on all the dependent variables (PE, AM, BPI, ATA, 
ATB). The meal component (PMeal) had consistent significant effects main effects on all the 
dependent variables except brand attitude. The interaction of meal component and calorie 
content (PMeal × PCal) had consistent significant main effects on most of the dependent 
variables (PE, BPI, ATB). Whereas, the interactions involving meal context (MC × PMeal, MC 
× PCal or MC × PMeal × PCal) were not statistically significant.  
Hence H1, H2, H3, H5 and H6 were not supported.  
 
Process Based Regression 
In order to test the hypothesis (H4) based on the hierarchy-of-effects framework, a PROCESS 
(Hayes, 2012) based regression with a serial mediation model (model 6 with 5,000 bootstrap 
samples) was conducted. Product knowledge (PK), product preference (PP) and brand familiarity 
(BF) served as covariates (Appendix C: Table C.8).  
The results indicated that meal context (MC) has no statistically significant direct effect 
on attitude towards the ad (ATA; ß = .08, SE = .08, 95% CI [-.09, .24], t(1101) = .92, p =.36), 
attitude towards the brand (ATB; ß = -.07, SE = .05, 95% CI [ -.17, .02], t(1100) = -1.48, p =.14) 
as well as brand purchase intention (BPI; ß = .04, SE = .06, 95% CI [-.08, .17], t(1099) =.66, p 
=.51). However, a statistically significant, positive, direct effect of attitude towards the ad (ATA) 
was found on attitude towards the brand (ATB) (ß = .82, SE = .02, 95% CI [.78, .85], t(1100) = 
45.30, p <.05) and brand purchase intention (BPI) (ß = .33, SE = .04, 95% CI [.25, .40], t(1099) 
= 8.46, p <.05). A statistically significant, positive, direct effect of attitude towards the brand 
(ATB) was found on brand purchase intention (BPI; ß =.39, SE = .04, 95% CI [.31, .46], t (1099) 
= 10.14, p < .05). Hence, H4 was partially supported.  
Among covariates, product preference (PP; ß = .19, SE = .02, 95% CI [.15, .24], t(1101) 
= 8.80, ,  p <.05) and brand familiarity (BF; ß = .12, SE = .02, 95% CI [.07, .17],  t(1101) = 
5.08, p <.05) had significant and positive direct effects on attitude towards the ad (ATA). For 
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attitude towards the brand (ATB), product knowledge (PK; ß = -.04, SE = .02, 95% CI [-.09,-
.00], t(1100) = -2.06, p < .05) had a significant negative direct effect, while product preference 
(PP; ß = .06 , SE = .01, 95% CI [.03, .08], t(1100)= 4.06, p <.05) and brand familiarity (BF; ß 
= .07, SE = .01, 95% CI [.04, .10], t(1100) = 5.07, p <.05) had a significant positive direct effect 
on ATB. For brand purchase intention (BPI), a significant direct effect of product preference 
(PP; ß = .11, SE = .02, 95% CI [.08, .15], t(1099) = 6.55, p <.05) and brand familiarity (BF; ß = 
.24, SE = .02, 95% CI [.21, .28], t(1099) = 13.12, p <.05) emerged.  
 
Discussion 
The presence of a meal context in food advertisements did not have any statistically significant 
impact on any of the dependent variables. Food product characteristics (i.e., meal component and 
calorie content) were included in the analysis of the main study to control for their impact of 
meal context on the outcome variables. Based on evolutionary arguments and the study 
conducted by King and colleagues (2004), it was predicted that the impact of meal context would 
be more prominent for high-calorie and side dish food items. Although food product 
characteristics did not interact significantly with meal context in the current research, type of 
meal component and calorie content of the food products had a consistent, statistically significant 
impact on most of the dependent variables. Among the dependent variables, attitude towards the 
ad, attitude towards the brand, and brand purchase intentions were positively related.  
 The results of this study were not consistent with previous research. Previous research 
indicated that the presence of a meal context had a positive impact on consumers’ response and 
increased consumers’ overall acceptance of food (King, Weber, Meiselman, & Lv, 2004). It also 
induces a relaxing mood and reduced cognitive control among consumers (Sommer et al., 2013). 
These positive effects of meal context found in previous research studies did not emerge for 
attitude towards the ad, the advertised brand, brand purchase intention, product evaluation and 
appetitive motivation.  
However, findings of the current research regarding the relatedness of advertising 
outcomes (ATA, ATB and BPI) were in line with the previous research findings. Results from 
the current study indicated that attitude towards the ad had a direct as well as indirect (through 
attitude towards the brand) significant positive impact on brand purchase intention. This finding 
is in line with previous research studies that investigated the relationship between attitude 
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towards the ad, attitude towards the brand, and brand purchase intention (Mackenzie, Lutz & 
Belch, 1986; Mackenzie & Lutz, 1989; Shimp, 1981; Thorson, 1990). Attitude towards the brand 
showed a positive direct effect on brand purchase intention, in line with a “hierarchy-of-effects” 
model, which is also consistent with the study by Shaouf and colleagues (2016).  
 The inconsistency in results may be due to the current study’s experimental design, which 
differed from prior research (King et al., 2004; Sommer et al., 2013). First, the operationalization 
of the construct meal context used in the current study (i.e., visual, displaying a ready-to-eat or 
fully prepared form of the advertised food product) differed from the operationalization in terms 
of a combination of several meal components served together as a complete meal (King, Weber, 
Meiselman, & Lv, 2004) or the social context of having a meal with company in a restaurant 
compared to having a meal alone in the laboratory (Sommer et al., 2013).  
 A second concern is that most of the product packaging contained an image of the 
advertised food product in a ready-to-eat or fully prepared format. This may have weakened the 
experimental manipulation of meal context in the ad. To examine this possibility, an additional 
analysis was carried out for the ad stimuli that did not contain any images evoking meal context 
within the product packaging. Among all the twelve food product categories, only flavoured 
yogurt and pork ribs did not contain meal context images on the product packaging.  
 The sample for this analysis consisted only of participants who were assigned the test 
(with meal context) or control (without meal context) condition for flavoured yogurt and pork 
ribs (n = 174). A PROCESS (Hayes, 2012) based regression (model 2) was conducted to test for 
hypotheses H1, H2, H3, H5, H6, with meal context serving as predictor and attitude towards the 
ad (ATA), attitude towards the brand (ATB), brand purchase intention (BPI), product evaluation 
(PE), appetitive motivation (AM) as criteria. Moderators consisted of perceived meal component 
(PMeal) and perceived calorie content (Pcal). In addition, a PROCESS (Hayes, 2012) based 
regression (model 6) was conducted, with serial mediation, to test H4, with meal context (MC) 
serving as predictor, attitude towards the ad (ATA), attitude towards the brand(ATB) as 
mediators, and brand purchase intention (BPI) as criterion. Product Knowledge (PK), product 
preference (PP) and brand familiarity (BF) served as covariates  
 Model 2 (5,000 samples) results indicated that the presence of meal context (MC) has a 
statistically significant negative effect on brand purchase intention (BPI; ß = -1.41, SE = .55, 
95% CI [-2.50, -.32], t(163) = -2.55, p < .05) only. Meal context (MC) has no statistically 
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significant path to attitude towards the ad (ATA; ß = -.02, SE = .54, 95% CI [-1.10, 1.05], t(163) 
= -.04, p = .97), attitude towards the brand (ATB; ß = -.20, SE = .54, 95% CI [-1.27, .87], t(163) 
= -.36 , p = .71), product evaluation (PE;  ß = -.41, SE = .47, 95% CI [-1.33, .51], t(163) = -.87, 
p = .38) and appetitive motivation (AM; ß = -.80, SE = .88, 95% CI [-2.54, .94], t(163) = -.90, , 
p =.37 (Appendix C.9: Table C.9.1).  
 Model 6 (5,000 samples) results indicated that meal context (MC) had a statistically 
significant positive impact on attitude towards ad (ATA; ß = .40, SE = .20, 95% CI [.00, .79],  
t(169) = 1.98, p < .05) as well as statistically significant negative impact on attitude towards the 
brand (ATB; ß = -.30, SE = .13, 95% CI [-.57, -.04], t(168) = -2.30, p < .05) and a marginally 
significant negative impact on brand purchase intention (BPI; ß = -.33, SE = .17, 95% CI [-.67, 
.00], t(167) = -1.95, p = .05). The attitude towards ad (ATA) had a statistically significant effect 
on attitude towards the brand (ATB; ß = .73, SE = .05, 95% CI [.63, .83], t(168) = 14.51, p < 
.05) and brand purchase intention (BPI; ß = .30, SE = .10, 95% CI [.11, .49], t(167) = 3.12, p < 
.05). Attitude towards the brand (ATB) also had a statistically significant positive effect on brand 
purchase intention (BPI; ß = .37, SE = .10, 95% CI [.18, .57], t(167) = 3.84, p < .05) Appendix 
C.9: Table C.9.2).  
The results for this subset of stimuli diverge from those obtained for the full stimulus set, 
but they support only H4 in that the presence of meal context had an indirect impact on brand 
purchase intention, serially mediated by attitude towards the ad and attitude towards the brand.    
  Third, the current study was conducted online on the Amazon Mturk platform, whereas 
previous experiments were conducted in a laboratory (control group) or restaurant (test group). 
This further increased the generalizability of the previous research studies as the experiments 
were conducted in a more natural setting compared to the current study. A fourth difference 
relates to the number of products included in the study. The current study tested the proposed 
framework using a wider range of food product categories (i.e., twelve) as compared to previous 
studies (i.e., three). Fifth, as mentioned in the pretest of the current research, there was a 
discrepancy between the actual (manipulated) and perceived (self-reported) meal component and 
calorie content category measures. This discrepancy could be attributed to the level of calorie 
awareness and health consciousness of an individual as well as their general awareness regarding 
which meal category each food product belongs. Health-conscious consumers have been known 
to make healthy food choices (Jayanti & Burns, 1998) while consumers with a low level of 
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health consciousness determine their food choice based on attributes unrelated to health such as 
taste and price (Mai & Hoffmann, 2012). Hence, both these constructs calorie awareness and 
health consciousness needs to be measured in the current study in order to investigate this 
discrepancy. 
 Hence, there are a number of factors that could help explain the inconsistency in results 
between the current study and previous research. Unfortunately, there is no validated standard 
for the operationalization of the meal context construct, especially in an advertising context. This 
points to a very important avenue for future research: determining a standardized and appropriate 




Summary and Conclusions 
  
The purpose of the research was to investigate the impact of a meal context within food 
advertisements on consumers’ response to the ad as well as the advertised brand and product. 
Results indicated that evoking the presence of a meal context as a visual component of food 
advertisements had no impact on consumers’ response towards the ad or the advertised brand and 
product. The meal component and calorie content category of the advertised food products had a 
significant positive impact on consumers’ attitude towards the ad, attitude towards the brand, 
brand purchase intention, product evaluation as well as appetitive motivation. Consumers’ 
product preference, knowledge of the advertised product and familiarity with the advertised 
brand, had a significant impact on consumers’ response to the ad, brand and product. 
 
Theoretical and Managerial Contribution  
 
It extends the literature on consumption context and advertising by indicating that, based on the 
current manipulation of the construct, evoking a meal context in food advertisements does not 
have any significant impact on consumers’ response to the ad as well as the advertised brand and 
product. It also highlights that meal context as a construct is currently not well defined and lacks 
a standardized, validated approach to the operationalization and experimental manipulation of 
 29 
 
the construct. This points to the necessity of developing a better definition and operationalization 
for future theory tests in this domain.  
 This research extends the branding literature in an advertising context, by suggesting that 
meal component (i.e., side dish and dessert items) and calorie content (high) of the advertised 
food products, as well as consumers’ product preference and familiarity with the brand positively 
influences their attitude towards the advertised brand as well their intention to purchase the 
brand’s products. Related managerial implications are that incorporating an evoked meal context 
within food advertisements does not seem to consistently improve consumers’ attitude towards 
the ad itself or the advertised brand and product. However, this research indicates that 
advertisements representing certain categories of food (e.g., side dish and dessert items, high 
calorie foods) lead to more positive consumer responses as compared to advertisements 
containing low calorie foods and that positive effects of advertising arise consistently for such 
products. This finding is particularly important for food marketers and advertisers since it will 
help them strategically design effective advertisements for different food categories, to create 
more positive consumer responses.   
 The current research also indicates that consumers’ attitude towards the ad had a direct 
positive impact on their attitude towards the advertised brand as well as their intention to 
purchase the product of that brand. Hence, brand managers can focus on creating promotion 
strategies that will have a positive influence on consumers’ attitude towards the ad, which can be 




Limitations and Future Research  
 
This study possesses certain limitations, which provide a basis for future research in this domain. 
These limitations pertain to stimuli design, experimental design, and sample demographics. 
 Limitations with regards to stimuli design mainly apply to the design of the 
advertisements as well as the operationalization of the construct of meal context within the ad. 
The food advertisements used as experimental stimuli were comprised only of visual images. 
Unlike traditional print and digital ads, they did not contain additional ad copy, price or product-
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related textual information. Future studies could consider including an ad copy for greater 
realism. The content and format could be kept constant in order to control for the confounding 
effect of verbal information. This would improve the generalizability of the study. Moreover, the 
experimental stimuli consisted of display-only, static ads, and can therefore not be applied to 
draw conclusions regarding dynamic or video advertisements. Future research can extend this 
study by testing the theoretical framework for video-based food advertisements. Perhaps the 
vividness of meal context in such ads increases its effect on consumer responses. 
 Consumption contexts can be evoked both visually (i.e., using images and illustrations) 
as well as verbally (i.e., using textual information). Hence, it would be interesting to compare 
how the means of evocation of the meal context (visual vs verbal) influences consumers’ 
attitudinal and behavioural responses. Future research can compare the impact of food 
advertisements that evoke meal context using visuals, similar to this study, with those ads that 
evoke meal context through textual information or the ad copy.  
 As discussed previously, the operationalization of meal context within the food 
advertisements was limited to images of ready-to-eat or fully prepared versions of the advertised 
product. Future research might compare the impact of different operationalizations of meal 
context on consumers’ response to the food advertisements and determine which form of 
operationalization is most effective. A pretest could test different operationalizations of meal 
context in order to determine the most effective one.  
  Moreover, additional analysis of the stimuli subset indicated that an evoked meal context 
shown on product packaging as a part of a food advertisement influences the consumer’s attitude 
towards the ad and product brand. Hence, future research can investigate the impact of evoking a 
meal context within the product’s packaging design on consumers’ evaluation of the product and 
willingness to purchase the product.  
 There are certain limitations with regards to the experimental design of the current 
research study. The pretest did not include any manipulation check to determine whether the 
manipulation of meal context within the food advertisements was effective or not. Including a 
manipulation check for the meal context might have highlighted the confounding negative 
impact of the product packaging design which might have further weakened the meal context 
manipulation. It is highly recommended that future research includes a manipulation check to 
determine the efficacy of the meal context manipulation.  
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 Also, no pretest was conducted for the selection of food products within each of the meal 
component and calorie content categories used in the study. Based on the calorie content and the 
type of meal component, twelve commonly consumed food products were chosen. Future studies 
should also include a pretest to select food products for every meal component and calorie 
content category, based on the participants’ ratings. Moreover, the type of food products selected 
for the study was limited to “ready-to-eat” versions. Beverages, another commonly consumed 
item as a part of the meal, were not included in the experiment. Future studies could include 
various other food product categories, both ready-to-eat and uncooked versions, as well as 
beverages. It would be informative to see whether the different food categories (ready-to-eat vs 
raw; utilitarian vs hedonic) play a moderating role on the impact of meal context on consumer 
response.   
  Mostly European and US-based, less familiar food brands were used for this study, in 
order to preclude the effects of brand familiarity. Rhee and Jung (2019) suggested that the impact 
of attitude towards the ad on attitude towards the advertised brand, was greater for an unfamiliar 
brand, as compared to a familiar brand. Hence, it would be interesting to examine whether brand 
familiarity plays a moderating role or not on the impact of meal context on attitude towards the 
ad as well as the ad-brand attitude relationship.  
 The participants of the study were limited to Canadian residents. To examine whether the 
results generalize, future studies across different countries and cultures could explore the 
presence or absence of cross-cultural differences. In addition, analyzing the impact of the 
presence of meal context in food ads on consumers’ attitudinal and behavioural response could 
be complemented by the use of physiological data (i.e. using eye movement and neural response 
data), such as used by Sommer and colleagues (2013) and Bailey (2015).  
  Moreover, conducting this study within a natural setting, i.e. in a shopping or store 
environment, will improve the external validity or generalizability of the study. Future research 
can conduct a similar study in an actual or simulated store environment, where food 
advertisements will be kept on display at the point-of-purchase and consumers’ actual buying 
behaviour will be observed. 
 Advertising channels such as direct-email marketing, TV commercials, as well as in-store 
promotions, have been known to influence impulse purchases among consumers (Hulten & 
Vanyushyn, 2014). Hence, future research can analyze whether the presence of meal context 
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within food advertisements influences consumers to make impulse purchases of the advertised 
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Appendix A: Main Study Questionnaire 
 
A.1 Information and Consent Form 
 
INFORMATION AND CONSENT FORM 
 
  
Study Title: Consumers’ Evaluation of Food Products 
Researcher: Upasana Banerjee 
Researcher’s Contact Information: 438-494-6708 | upasana.banerjee29@gmail.com 
Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Bianca Grohmann 
Faculty Supervisor’s Contact Information: 514-848-2424 extension 4845| 
bianca.grohmann@concordia.ca 
Source of funding for the study: CASA grant 
 
  
You are being invited to participate in the research study mentioned above. This form provides 
information about what participating would mean. Please read it carefully before deciding if you 
want to participate or not. If there is anything you do not understand, or if you want more 
information, please ask the researcher. 
 
  
A.  PURPOSE 
  




B.  PROCEDURES 
  
If you participate, you will be asked to view pictures of different food products on a computer 
screen and answer a brief questionnaire about food consumption, your evaluation of food 
products, and demographics. In total, participating in this study will take about 5 minutes. 
  
  
C.  RISKS AND BENEFITS 
  





We will gather the following information as part of this research: 
 40 
 
Your evaluation and choice of different food products, and demographics (age, gender, 
profession). 
  
We will not allow anyone to access the information, except people directly involved in 
conducting the research. We will only use the information for the purposes of the research 
described in this form. 
  
The information gathered will be anonymous. That means that it will not be possible to make a 
link between you and the information you provide. 
  
We intend to publish the results of the research. However, it will not be possible to identify you 
in the published results. 
  
We will destroy the information five years after the end of the study. 
  
  
F.   CONDITIONS OF PARTICIPATION 
  
You do not have to participate in this research. It is purely your decision. If you do participate, 
you can stop at any time. 
 
You can also ask that the information you provided not be used, and your choice will be 
respected.  
 
If you decide that you don’t want us to use your information, you must tell the researcher before 
the end of the experiment. Because the data is anonymous, we cannot remove your data once 
the experiment has been completed. 
  
If at any time you have questions about the current research, please contact the study’s Principal 
Investigator: Upasana Banerjee (phone:438-494-6708; Email: upasana.banerjee29@gmail.com) 
of John Molson School of Business of Concordia University , or  Dr. Bianca Grohmann of John 
Molson School of Business of Concordia University (phone:(phone: 514- 848-2424 ext. 4845; 
Email: bianca.grohmann@concordia.ca).  
  
If at any time you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the 
Research Ethics and Compliance Advisor, Concordia University, 514-848-2424 ex. 7481 
ethics@alcor.concordia.ca 
  
I HAVE CAREFULLY STUDIED THE ABOVE AND UNDERSTAND THIS 
AGREEMENT. 





































































Appendix B: Main Study Stimuli 
 
B.1 Pizza  
 
A. Test (with meal context)                                    B. Control (without meal context) 
 
                                
 
 
B.2 Pork Ribs 
 
A. Test (with meal context)                                      B. Control (without meal context) 
 




B.3 Grilled Salmon  
  
A. Test (with meal context)                                       B. Control (without meal context) 
 
                         
 46 
 
B.4 Grilled Chicken 
 
A. Test (with meal context)                                           B. Control (without meal context) 
 




B.5 French Fries  
 
A. Test (with meal context)                                         B. Control (without meal context) 
 
                            
 
     
  
B.6 Creamy Pasta Salad 
    
A. Test (with meal context)                                             B. Control (without meal context) 
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B.7 Protein Bar  
 
A. Test (with meal context)                                              B. Control (without meal context) 
 
                                                   
 
    
 
   
B.8 Cauliflower Rice  
 
 A. Test (with meal context)                                             B. Control (without meal context) 
      
                      
 
      
 
 
B.9 Caesar Salad  
 
  A. Test (with meal context)                                              B. Control (without meal context) 
 






B.10 Chocolate Pound Cake 
  
A. Test (with meal context)                                                 B. Control (without meal context) 
 
                                                                                                          




B.11 Chocolate Chip Ice Cream  
 
  A. Test (with meal context)                                             B. Control (without meal context) 
 




B.12 Flavoured Yogurt 
 
 A. Test (with meal context)                                              B. Control (without meal context) 
 




B.13 Brand Logos  
 
                                            
 
 
                           
 
                             
 
                                                
 
 
                           












































Appendix C: Statistical Analysis Results 
 
 








































Table C.5: Reliability Analysis of Measurement Scales 
 
     Table C.5.1: Reliability Analysis of Product Evaluation Scale 
 
       
      






      Table C.5.2: Reliability Analysis of Brand Purchase Intention Scale 
 
        
        
        Table C.5.3: Reliability Analysis of Attitude towards the brand Scale 
 
          
          
 










        Table C.5.4: Reliability Analysis of Attitude towards the Ad Scale 
 
            
 
            
        Table C.5.5: Reliability Analysis of Product Knowledge Scale 
   
             
  
              
 







  Table C.5.6: Reliability Analysis of Brand Familiarity Scale 
              




























 C.6: Factor Analysis of Measurement Scales 
  
     
     C.6.1: Factor Analysis of Product Evaluation Scale 
 
      
 





      
 
 
          C.6.2: Factor Analysis of Brand Purchase Intention Scale 
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     Table C.6.3: Factor Analysis of Attitude towards the ad Scale 
 








      Table C.6.4: Factor Analysis of Attitude towards the brand Scale 
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       Table C.6.5: Factor Analysis of Product Knowledge Scale 
 




    
           
 
       
         Table C.6.6: Factor Analysis of Brand Familiarity Scale 
 
             
       





     C.7: MANCOVA analysis 
    
      Table C.7.1: Assumption Testing: Normality Tests 
 
         
  
       
       Table C.7.2: Assumption Testing: Bivariate Correlations and Box’s M Test 
          
        
         
          







     Table C.7.3: Multivariate Tests 
 
       
        
        
       Note: MC_num: Meal Context (MC); Meal_Cat_num: Perceived Meal Component (Pmeal); Calorie_Cat_num: Perceived Calorie  
              Content (Pcal); PK: Product Knowledge; Prod_Pref: Product Preference; BF: Brand Familiarity. 
 
 
           
     Table C.7.4:  Levene’s Test and Test of Between-Subjects Effects 
 
 





    
    
    










Table C.7.5: Contrast Analysis 
 
 a. Perceived meal category: Level 1: Main Dish, Level 2: Side Dish Level 3: Dessert 
 
   
  
  b. Perceived calorie category: Level 1: Low Level 2: High 
 



















Table C.8: Hayes Process Based Regression  
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 C.9: Additional Analysis: Regression 
 
   Table C.9.1: Hayes Process Based Regression: Model 2 
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     Table C.9.2: Hayes Process Based Regression: Model 6 
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